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Structural and psychological burdens have
disproportionately been shouldered by women during
the COVID-19 pandemic, and these burdens have
particularly challenged the well-being and professional
advancement of women who contend with multiple
intersections of disadvantage. In a forthcoming article
(Freiburger & Quintanilla et al., under review), we show
that the global pandemic has impacted access to the legal
profession: an empirical study of performance across
thousands of test-takers on the California Bar Exam
reveals that performance disparities between socially
advantaged and disadvantaged students have widened.
Specifically, women who are the first-generation in their
families to attend college underperformed on the bar
exam relative to test-takers with more social advantages
(men and continuing-generation students; see Figure
below).
Total Bar Exam Performance Across Cohorts by
Gender and First-generation Status
In this study, first-generation women voiced the
challenge of preparing for the October 2020 bar exam
during the pandemic, while balancing the stress and
burdens of additional caregiving demands and working
while studying. These women recounted, for example:
“Covid has severely disrupted my bar prep. I am
currently working full-time and homeschooling 4 kids
(2 while at work). I do not have a quiet place to study
as I would normally go to the school to study, this is not
possible. I am attempting to homeschool all by 2:00 to
complete work by 5 to at least give me 4 hours of study
time. Sometimes it is possible sometimes impossible.
But as I like to say and think I have to make due with
the cards I have been dealt, and I can only do what is in
my power and ability...”
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“I unfortunately have not been able to take a large
amount of time off to study for the exam meaning I have
had to come up with a schedule where I study before
and after work and on the weekends. This has also
affected my sleep and well as how my brain performs
throughout the day... Additionally, due to a loss of
income, the stress of having to pay/manage bills and
our rent being increased during this time, this has
caused a severe amount of stress. Thankfully my fiance
is working now, but we are nowhere near okay
financially which is making it hard to focus solely on
studying when I also need to ensure our bills are being
paid.”

As described in detail in our forthcoming paper, we
found that lower performance by first-generation women
on the October 2020 bar exam was explained by the
amplified burdens and stress produced by the COVID-19
pandemic that these women contended with most—
including household financial challenges and additional
caregiving demands—as well as prevailing structural
demands tied to their interlocking social roles, including
the demands of being a primary caregiver and working
while studying. Troublingly, first-generation women testtakers, who are largely women of color, were burdened
with additional stressors and responsibilities preparing
for the bar exam during the pandemic, which narrowed
an already precarious pathway into the legal profession.
Moreover, we found that performance disparities across
generation-in-college status were particularly
exacerbated among women test-takers, revealing that
group-based impacts of the pandemic on the
professional advancement of U.S. law students should be
studied at intersections of social disadvantage. These
findings support the need for evaluating the effects of
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current bar licensure systems as a step toward
developing equitable pathways into the legal profession,
while also revealing the need for resources and support

for women who belong to at-risk groups contending with
precarity when seeking to join the legal profession.
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have for the legal profession. It became clear that you
could not understand the legal profession in isolation –
that you needed to think through the contexts within
which it was being produced.

Interview by Sarvani Vemuri, BA Student,
Political Science and Psychology, University of Cincinnati

Swethaa S. Ballakrishnen is
Assistant Professor of Law,
Sociology, Asian American
Studies, and Criminology, Law
and Society, at the University of
California, Irvine. Their research
is focused on the intersection of
law, globalization, and
stratification, and analyzes the
ways in which legal institutions create, continue, and
counter socio-economic inequalities. Our profile of
Swethaa explores their empirical research within the
legal field.
You can follow Swethaa on Twitter @ssballakrishnen
Field Notes:
Can you tell us about your background and how your
interest in empirical inquiry, specifically within the legal
field, began?
Swethaa S. Ballakrishnen:
I've always been interested in social extensions of the
law. I went to law school as an undergraduate in
Hyderabad, India and was in one the first student
cohorts within its neoliberal, but also sociolegal, 5 year
law school model. Being trained those first few years in
sociology, political science, and theory as a way to come
to law really changed the course of my life. Particularly, I
was trained by a phenomenal sociology professor on
thinking about law’s work outside of (and as a way of
thinking about) doctrine. This background also made me
interested in the ways law schools socialized people to be
different kinds of lawyers and the implications that could
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After graduation, I worked for a few years in a large law
firm before going back to teach at my alma mater. I spent
a year as a lecturer in the school trying to figure out if I
was really interested in teaching, and, on the
encouragement of a dear mentor, David Wilkins, applied
to law school broadly. I was lucky to get a scholarship to
attend HLS the next year, and also start as a research
associate and then a predoctoral fellow in Wilkins’
research center that was focused on socio-legal
approaches to the legal profession. Now that I think of it,
that time at Harvard and with the Center was
instrumental because it connected me to many senior
scholars who then shaped the course of my research. Not
only was I reading their work, I was also in conversation
with them, and they shaped how I thought and wrote,
and they continue to shape my relationships to legal
education.
I was only at Harvard for over two years but I got
exposed to a lot of people during that time that
influenced my trajectory. It was also around the same
time that I was getting very involved with the Law and
Society Association’s meetings and communities. These
exposures helped make abundantly clear to me that the
people that were writing in the fields I was interested in
(about the empirics of lawyers and legal education in
particular) were socio-legal scholars, or they were
sociologists, using very specific disciplinary methods that
I was impressed by but did not fully understand. So, I
applied to a couple of sociology programs during my
fellowship, without really knowing what that meant, and
I really got incredibly lucky when I got into the doctoral
program at Stanford, where Rebecca Sandefur, whose
work I admired, was a professor.
During the six years at Stanford, and, really, in the time
since, the initial questions that prompted me into this
line of research haven’t really changed that much: like,
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